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A word cloud of student expectations on the first day of any Shakespeare
course would likely include, in large font, the words scary, hard, complicated,
and old (whether the language or just the bard himself). Students’ fear of
Shakespeare has become such a standard at this point that the popular studyguide website, Sparknotes, has created a special section of the site called “No
Fear Shakespeare.” The site purports to address readers’ unfamiliarity with
early modern English by offering translations in “the kind of English people
actually speak today” (“No Fear Shakespeare” 2017). Yet, although the plays’
language and syntax can certainly play a role in generating dread, it is perhaps Shakespeare’s status in the literary canon that seems most daunting.
Undergraduate students in general and students of color and minorities in
particular often associate Shakespeare with a rigid, colonialist history, and
part of an elitist academic discourse community that is at best alienating and
at worst inaccessible. In turn, teaching Shakespeare in undergraduate classrooms demands that instructors deconstruct Western assumptions about
canonicity and cultural value.
Digital pedagogy can offer a productive way to address this inherent disconnect by fostering social knowledge production and creativity. Instructors
interested in book history and bibliography in particular have a wide range
of new digital tools available for developing collaborative, project-driven
courses. Open-access, public editing platforms like Scalar facilitate this
process by providing spaces where students learn to actively question and
respond to literary and historical authority, and to engage with texts and
editorial practices on their own terms.1 Scalar’s unique affordances (such as
1

Scalar is a platform developed by the Alliance for Networking Visual Culture, which
“seeks to enrich the intellectual potential of our fields to inform understandings of an
expanding array of visual practices as they are reshaped within digital culture, while
also creating scholarly contexts for the use of digital media in film, media, and visual
studies” (Scalar n.d.).
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the creation of reading “paths,” relatively simple user interface, and multimedia annotation tools) make it the ideal platform for engaging students in
authentic, public-facing academic writing.
Project-based courses are particularly useful for classes that involve digital
literacy and scholarship, as students are encouraged not to simply acquire
and apply technical skills but to see the outcome of their work take concrete
(if digital) form (Helle et al. 2006).2 This essay outlines one such approach,
where students at York College, a liberal arts college in Jamaica (New York
State), collaborated on a pop-culture digital edition of Shakespeare’s plays.
Rather than approach the plays as formal, academic editors, students in ENG
318 (“Shakespeare: The Major Works”) were asked to think of specific ways
in which Shakespeare resonated in the culture they were already consuming, including television shows, books, music, and art. The course encouraged students to forge close, personal relationships with the plays and to articulate these relationships in ways that might help future learners connect
with Shakespeare. In addition to questioning the playwright’s position in
the Western canon, students pushed back against accepted readings, layering the text with their own interests, critical interpretations, and individual
perspectives. With the help of Scalar, we sought to build community within
and beyond the classroom, to discuss the value of social knowledge creation,
and to produce a version of Shakespeare that was uniquely “ours”—the readings of a largely black and brown, cross-national, and cross-generational
discourse community.
This essay explores the benefits and challenges of using digital editing as a
platform for social knowledge production. First, I discuss the underlying impetus for the project, my choice of Scalar as a digital platform, and a number
of specific assignments designed to develop skills toward the final edition.
Next, I analyze examples from student work, considering the larger implications of students’ annotation choices and the thematic focus each of them
chose for their acts. Finally, I outline some of the potential pitfalls of this
course. My aim is to privilege students’ discovery, negotiation, and ownership of ideas. As a result, I intentionally focus on successful student-writing
samples, placing the onus of failure on the instructor. While this essay reflects on the value of teaching with digital tools such as Scalar, I propose
new ways of thinking about Shakespeare pedagogy more broadly, focusing

2 For more concrete examples of how faculty conceptualize and deal with PBL, see
Lee et al. 2014.
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on what new insights may be drawn from creating a collaborative, contextspecific edition of Shakespeare’s plays.
Course design
York College is an incredibly diverse institution, where the vast majority of
the student population is black and brown, many of whom are first-generation students, either immigrants themselves or part of immigrant families.3
As a result, students at York are often eager to understand and critique hegemonic structures, particularly with relation to canonic literature. When it
comes to Shakespeare, as one student has noted, his centrality in the Western canon often obscures the work of people of color writing in and beyond
the early modern period outside of Europe, imposing a version of literary
history that positions Shakespeare as a unique and inimitable genius.4 In
turn, many students find themselves alienated by his works, and they enter
the Shakespeare classroom expecting to passively receive historical, critical,
and analytical resources they might memorize but may never quite “own” or
contribute to. In ENG 318, I address this by encouraging the practice of social
annotation which, as Paul Scharcht argues, “stands in marked opposition to
those aspects of higher education pedagogy and scholarship that remain,
even in democratic societies, hierarchical, exclusive, proprietary, and competitive” (Scharcht 2016, parag. 6). Digital tools help enhance this open and
democratic approach by encouraging public forms of discourse: as I explain
below, students were challenged to not only seek out individual connections
to the plays but also to argue why their annotations could be more broadly
relevant to future students taking ENG 318 or similar Shakespeare courses at
other schools.5
The course, subtitled “Shakespeare in the Digital Age,” applied project-based
learning strategies to help students produce a digital edition of Shakespeare’s
plays that tied characters, themes, and motifs to works from contemporary
popular culture (see appendix: “Pop Culture Edition”). I first ran the course
3

As an instructor who herself is Latina-Brazilian and an immigrant, many of the research interests and concerns that drive my students resonate with me on a personal
level. Indeed, the impetus for this project was a by-product of conversations and debates I have had with students in other classes I teach at York.
4
I am grateful to Alexis Haynie for bringing this very crucial discussion into our
“Introduction to Literary Studies” classroom.
5
The value of the digital humanities within undergraduate pedagogy has been gaining more critical attention. See for instance Clement 2012, Murphy and Smith 2017b,
and Silva and Schofield (forthcoming).
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in fall 2015 with a class of thirty students and again in fall 2016 with nearly
half the enrollment (sixteen students).6 The enrollment number allowed for
a well-balanced breakdown: groups of five students were each assigned to a
play we were scheduled to discuss between weeks four and nine, ensuring
that all groups (even those working on one of our last plays in the term)
had plenty of time to draft and revise their final project.7 The course was
designed primarily to generate an atmosphere of authenticity wherein “individuals engage in practices of value to themselves and to a community of
practice” (Barab et al. 2000, 38).8 Toward that end, the students and I negotiated definitions of popular culture. Building such a definition helped ground
many conversations in class regarding who gets to decide what counts as
“high-brow” culture in seeming opposition to popular culture (Lanier 2002,
Bristol 1996, Hawkes 1992, Burt 2002, O’Neill 2014). Many students worried
that their preferences toward non-Western culture (consuming only anime
and manga, for example) or “throwback” viewing/reading habits (one student brought up The Jeffersons) could not be qualified as pop culture. After
a number of one-on-one conversations, I followed up with the class and we
collaborated on a definition that centralized students’ own interests and values: we agreed that any work of fiction in any media (television, print, film,
music) that remained culturally and personally relevant to them would fall
within our understanding of “pop culture.” Although rather broad, this definition takes into consideration what Alastair Pennycook calls “transcultural
flows,” which in a classroom context calls for “taking student knowledge,
identity and desire into account [in order] to engage with multiple ways of
speaking, being, and learning, with multilayered modes of identity at global,
national and local levels” (Pennycook 2006, 15). 9 Finally, we reserved classroom time to discuss best practices for editing work on Scalar. Working with
Scalar 1.0 became particularly challenging, as the marginal references moved
6

Although I revised some of the prompts, the overall course design remained relatively stable. Below, I discuss student examples produced in both semesters: one from
fall 2015 (Fasanya) and two from fall 2016 (Etienne and Miller). Student work has been
reproduced with permission.
7
I intentionally assigned a completely different selection of plays in the second iteration of the course so that we could build up our collaborative edition (we used
the same Scalar book both times). See the course site (http://scalar.usc.edu/works/
shakespeare-in-the-digital-age) for the full list of plays.
8
As Juliette Levy states, this approach requires a “philosophy of teaching in which
students are stakeholders of the learning process rather than subjects of it” (Levy
n.d.). See also Cook-Sather 2002.
9
I’m grateful to Matt Garley for pointing me toward this reference.
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arbitrarily across the page whenever the user scrolled down, making it difficult to ascertain what lines corresponded to which references.10 Nonetheless,
Scalar is a convenient and relatively easy-to-use platform, ideal for this kind
of project for a number of reasons: 1) it does not require software installations; 2) it allows for multiple author roles; 3) it offers a flexible design; and
4) it includes the option of “paths” to customize readers’ experience.
Collectively, students had to work in groups to develop a cohesive edition of
their play. Individually, however, each student was allocated to a single act,
and instructed to collect references specific to the themes, motifs, and plot
elements pertaining to that act. Although we discussed the formal prompt
for the final project early on, the only overall direction was that students
keep a running list of potential references and ideas using a medium and
platform of their choice (e.g., Evernote, Google Drive, or old-fashioned pen
and paper). I intentionally did not introduce them to Scalar until much later
in the term, when we were able to meet at computer labs and work through
step-by-step tutorials.11 In order to ensure (as much as possible) that each
group included some tech-savvy learners as well as more practiced closereaders, I developed a “knowledge survey” that asked students about their
experience with Shakespeare, their familiarity with early modern language
in particular and literary analysis in general, and their comfort level using
new technologies.
All of our work for the course, including five responses, a short formal paper, and in-class writing, was designed to build critical as well as technical
skills students would need for creating their edition.12 Their first response
assignment invited students to explore and evaluate existing online sources
10

In the second iteration of this course we switched to Scalar 2.0, which provides
more static marginalia but still seems to have a problem regarding placement of the
images and videos (e.g., some annotations appear ten or twenty lines below the highlighted quotes). Scalar has become a reliable and iterative platform for pedagogical
projects: Vimala Pasupathi, Heather Froehlich, and Emily Sherwood for instance are
currently editing a digital textbook for instructors and students interested in digital humanities approaches to Shakespeare (public site forthcoming). I was part of a
group of scholars who contributed to the first iteration of this project during a Shakespeare Association of America seminar in spring 2017.
11
This approach was inspired by Miriam Posner’s blog on the use of self-guided tutorials and group work to help students acquire new technology skills. See Posner 2015.
12
Our completed project, including student work from 2015 and 2016 courses, can be
found at http://scalar.usc.edu/works/shakespeare-in-the-digital-age/.
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for Shakespeare’s plays, including Folger Digital Texts, Internet Shakespeare
Editions, and Open Source Shakespeare, and compare these with their own
printed anthology (The Norton Shakespeare; see Greenblatt 2008). Together
we tried to design criteria for defining a “good” edition, including elements
such as number of footnotes, ease of access, navigability, and design. In
their responses, students interrogated the ways editorial practices heavily
influence readership and reception. Perhaps unsurprisingly, many students
preferred digital editions to their printed anthology—not simply because
websites do not require lugging around a heavy textbook, but because the
hypertext allowed them to navigate non-linearly across plays, scenes, or
paratextual materials. Students’ familiarity with websites and online reading further contributed to making the works appear less intimidating. And
yet, many students noted that they could not properly interact with those
digital editions by way of annotating, tagging, or adding sticky notes to mark
important places. Some students felt that digital editions were not useful
for undergraduate-level scholarship, because they often lacked contextual
essays or footnotes.
These reflections helped define our goals for the Scalar edition, which was
deliberately aimed at undergraduate students and readers interested in
becoming more acquainted with Shakespeare through a less-intimidating
format.13 Additional small-stakes assignments encouraged students to build
components for their edition, such as annotated bibliographies with academic sources for their assigned play, and a collaborative “editor’s introduction” (drafted in response 3 and revised for response 5) that required them
to consider the specific goals, potential audience, and central arguments for
their edition.
The “editor’s introduction” assignment was the only formal requirement for
collaborative work. Since most York students find it difficult to coordinate
schedules outside of work and family obligations, I scaffolded the project so
as to allow for in-class group meetings and collaborative writing. With several successful examples of editorial introductions in hand (including both
our anthology and digital samples from Open Source Shakespeare and Internet
Shakespeare Editions), I asked students to consider the rhetorical goals of critical introductions in general and the specific ways they could also function
to assign credit and acknowledge students’ labor.14 Because Scalar does not
13

On the pitfalls of public writing within humanities courses, see Josephs 2018 and
Jenkins 2009. On the ethics and roles of undergraduate research in digital pedagogy,
see Murphy and Smith 2017a.
14
All student work in the public site is credited in each play’s “Editorial Introduction.”
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assign authorship to individual pages, we used the introductions to outline
each student’s contribution to the work. In response to class discussions
surrounding the uncertain nature of the term popular culture, these introductions further gave students the opportunity to articulate their choices
and look for common threads across the group’s references as a whole. In
addition to asking what Shakespeare meant to them on a personal level, this
assignment also introduced students to editorial practices and conventions,
encouraging them to reflect first-hand on the influence editors have over the
ways we read and study texts.
A multimodal platform by design, Scalar provided space for more formal
writing assignments like the essays discussed above as well as our informal
interventions like video- and image-centered marginalia. Despite certain
structural limitations, Scalar provided a cohesive template where students
had control over their own pages but did not have to concern themselves
with the visual design of the project.15 Per the requirements of the assignment, each student was assessed on their ability to:
1. briefly summarize the chosen pop culture reference,
2. explain the critical connection between the source and the action of
the play,
3. clarify how drawing this connection enhances our reading of the play
itself.
These goals were designed to evaluate students’ familiarity with their assigned play as well as their ability to craft persuasive arguments about Shakespeare as a “rhizomatic” object, encompassing “the vast web of adaptations,
allusions, and reproductions that comprises the ever-changing phenomenon
15

It should be noted that I did not work with students to select or encode the text
of the plays. Although there is much to be gained from introducing students to collation and copy-text selection practices, I wanted them to focus on learning how to
use Scalar and on collecting their references. In the first iteration of this course, I
preloaded the Scalar page with transcriptions from Open Source Shakespeare. In response to issues with format from copying and pasting the text from the website (for
example, line numbers all but disappeared), the second edition of the project used
the HTML transcriptions provided by the Folger Digital Texts. This approach was not
without its challenges: for instance, the Folger editions did not always correspond
with the text from our printed anthology, making it difficult for students to find the
appropriate line numbers for their annotations. In one particular case, the lines a
student wanted to use in Measure for Measure (1623) were missing entirely, and we had
to manually add them using a different copy.
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we call Shakespeare” (Lanier 2014). Indeed, while my initial expectation
was that students would seek out books, comics, and films that explicitly
adapted Shakespeare and his plays, they pushed our understanding of adaptation much farther, inviting comparisons to works that claimed no official
ties to or inspiration from Shakespeare, such as Beyoncé and Rhianna lyrics,
films like Moulin Rouge and Titanic, and TV shows like Battlestar Galactica
and House of Cards.16 As one student explained, it was as if “culture that I
consumed in the past, or was currently consuming, grew tentacles that connected to the themes of Shakespeare once I was made aware of the project.”17
Our use of Scalar also invited unplanned conversations about copyright and
fair use, as we considered the broader demands of an increasingly-dynamic
visual culture. For example, many links that were active at the time students
added them were later taken down from YouTube due to copyright violations, while others could never be uploaded in the first place because they
belonged to proprietary streaming services such as Netflix and Hulu. Students who did not or could not provide a visual illustration for their work felt
as if their project was somehow lacking, even though the use of images was
never a feature they had identified as a requirement for successful scholarly
editions. Yet, these setbacks also allowed many students to more carefully
consider the role of the textual notations that were required to accompany
the text; because some annotations lacked videos or images, students understood that their editorial notes needed to be particularly detailed and carefully edited to ensure clarity.
Nevertheless, the course succeeded in getting students to produce original
and thought-provoking work. Over the course of the term, we discussed the
role of editorial practices in shaping the reception history of Shakespeare’s
plays and the emergence of Bardolatry, and considered the impact of popular
culture on the production and reproduction of cultural norms. By combining digital technologies with traditional close-reading practices, this project
effectively immersed students in the process of conceptualizing, curating,
and publishing a digital edition. Digital projects require careful descriptions
16

The next section of this essay discusses some examples in more detail.
Afolami Fasanya composed this as part of a short reflection for our collaborative
presentation at the CUNY Digital Humanities Initiatives (DHI) lightning talks, 2015.
As I discuss below, Afolami applied a social justice lens to his interpretations, thinking through how contemporary culture, from Harry Potter to world renowned artist Kahinde Wiley can be read in relation to Shakespeare’s own efforts toward representation of people of color.
17
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about methodology, audience, and data collection. As such, they provide an
ideal platform for conversations about discourse communities, encouraging
students to find authentic ways to engage with early modern literature.
As they compiled a list of potential references for their assigned play, students were faced with broader questions regarding project management
and editorial choices, as well as technological obsolescence. This hands-on
process ensured that students did not simply use digital tools but rather
engaged critically with the ways such tools have the power to shape their
learning. Student feedback confirmed that students found themselves deeply
and personally connected to their assigned play. Their annotations required
them to showcase a much deeper understanding of the themes and motifs
in their play than can typically be accomplished in a survey course (particularly in a course capped at thirty students). Scalar provided students with a
platform on which to develop public-facing scholarship, helping them push
the boundaries of traditional academic research and literary analysis. These
goals are arguably crucial to any twenty-first-century classroom since, as J.
Elizabeth Clark claims, “the future of writing—based on a global, collaborative text, where all writing has the potential to become public—informs our
classrooms and forms a new, ‘digital’ imperative, one that asks how we can
reshape our pedagogy with new uses of the technologies that are changing
our personal and professional lives” (Clark 2010, 28).18
Digital editing and feminist critique: three student samples
The most successful contributions to the project came about as a combination of independent research and collaborative work.19 Those students who
were able to meet and discuss ideas outside of class managed to compose
cohesive introductions and rationales, which in the end helped guide the
central arguments within their individual acts. Students who considered the
project as an extension of and complement to in-class lectures saw in their
annotations the opportunity to undertake analyses of minor characters and,
more broadly, to reflect on how gender, race, and ethnicity feature across
Shakespeare’s works in fascinating yet problematic ways. Afolami Fasanya,
for instance, found himself surprised to discover that Shakespeare’s plays
included minorities as protagonists. This realization propelled him to think
18

On public- and open learning, see the entire special issue of the Journal of Interactive
Technology and Pedagogy (JITP) 2014.
19
All writing quoted below is presented with permission from the students. I would
like thank Afolami Fasanya, Claudia Etienne, and Kirsten Miller for their thought-provoking interventions and excellent contributions to the project.
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about the cultural constructs of race both in the early modern period as well
as in the contemporary Western world. In his annotation for act 2 of The
Merchant of Venice (1600), for instance, he observes that Dobby, the house elf
from the film series Harry Potter, and Launcelot were both constrained within
the limitations of their social status in ways that denied them agency. They
both relied on their socially- and economically-superior allies to “provide”
them with their freedom (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Afolami Fasanya’s annotation for 2.2.102–12.
Fasanya’s argument raised deeper issues regarding power and class in The
Merchant of Venice, focusing on a character we did not have much time to
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analyze in class. Even when Launcelot was the subject of conversation, we
often focused on the ways the character helped contextualize Jessica’s conversion and her treatment of Shylock. Yet this character can be crucial to
deconstructing some of the play’s problematic binaries. Laura E. Donaldson
argues that although Launcelot’s character is often reduced to the role of
clown, he can in fact be “a figure so threatening that readers privileging
homogeneity and segregation must necessarily remain blind to the way he
generates other constellations of meaning within the play” (Donaldson 1995,
199). Calling for a perspective that blends post-structuralism with Gloria
Anzaldúa’s New Mestiza theory, Donaldson looks at Launcelot’s place outside
the Christian/Jew binary, positioning him as a case-point for “the mestiza’s
capacity … not only to destabilize but also to transform the agonizing opposition of the Christian and Jew” (Donaldson 1995, 195). Fasanya’s annotations
reflect a similar call for disruptive readings, focusing on the Other as central,
rather than incidental, point of analysis.
The same critical impulse is evident when Fasanya draws a connection between the play and the work of Kehinde Wiley, an African-American painter
known for recasting European, heroic, and iconographic paintings with
black and brown models (Figure 2). Rather than locate Shakespeare at the
center of his analysis, Fasanya himself becomes the critical interpreter of the
racialized bodies in Merchant of Venice. Instead of focusing on Shakespeare’s
choices for characterizing Shylock, Fasanya considers another displaced
Other, the Prince of Morocco, as a “foreigner trying to fit into European
customs.” Significantly, Fasanya’s connection here bypasses a discussion of
Shakespeare’s choices in representing a black figure, but instead makes this
a point to reflect on the broader significance and potential disruption of the
black body in a European context.
As may be evident from the examples above, students enrolled in the second
iteration of this course benefited from having strong models to inspire their
own editions.20 In their final drafts, a number of students chose to address
the corruptive nature of hegemonic power and its inevitable ties to toxic
masculinity. In her annotations for act 2 of Measure for Measure (1623), for example, Claudia Etienne focused on the incongruous association between law,
mercy, and social class using examples from films and television shows such
20

In this way, our first edition became what Trevor Owens called “the required reading that we write ourselves”—it became a platform for students to produce material
for future students, therefore disrupting the top-down delivery of content from instructor to student. See Owens 2012.
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as 300, Titanic, and The Flash. Etienne began by exploring how Christian values
often become convenient facades that conceal prejudice and discrimination.
In particular, she reflected on the power structures that allowed for Angelo’s
unrestrained behavior and trapped Isabella into an impossible decision. As
she observed, Angelo’s position as interim duke and his reputation as a man
of honor both play a role in his choice to proposition Isabella. Connecting
Lord of the Rings’ protagonist Frodo to Angelo, Etienne concluded that “temptation” was a running motif in Shakespeare that allowed the playwright to
critique the unchecked power structures of early modern England (Figure 3).
Rather than judge Angelo’s decision, Etienne chose to reflect on the ways the
play’s cultural imperatives ultimately set the characters up for failure.

Figure 2. Afolami Fasanya’s annotation for 2.7.16.
As a whole, Etienne’s annotations are evidence of her semester-long interest in
the intersections of gender, class, and politics. Looking back on her knowledge
of the plays as a whole, Etienne concludes that “duplicity is one of Shakespeare’s
more enduring themes”—in comedies, feigning and disguise become a strategy
employed by lower-class and women characters in order to bypass restrictive
or excluding power dynamics. Yet, as Etienne notes, Angelo’s disguise is more
complex, since “the disguise was [in fact] Angelo’s reputation and the outward
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persona he shows the world.” Although we did not cover notions of interiority
too deeply in class, students like Claudia Etienne and her group mate Kerstin
Miller produced thought-provoking reflections on the centrality of identity
as performance in Shakespeare. Looking beyond the theatrical conventions of
asides and soliloquies, they found in Shakespeare’s plays a constant tension
between outward and inward expressions of the self. As Miller so poignantly
asks, “are we wearing a mask, or are we the mask?” (annotation for 3.1.5).

Figure 3. Etienne’s annotation for 2.2.218–20.
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Miller’s question and indeed her pop culture reference (the film The Mask)
exemplify one of the most unexpected results of this project: students’ ability to draw critical connections between the most seemingly disparate genres
and cultural elements. Students like Miller were quick to understand that,
as Marjorie Garber so aptly observes, “Shakespeare makes modern culture
and modern culture makes Shakespeare” (Garber 2008, xiii). The project additionally encouraged students to discuss deeply endemic problems with relation to the treatment and representation of women. Identifying misogyny
in popular culture was arguably too easy: as Etienne notes, films like 300
continue to feature plots where women’s bodies and sexuality are exploited
for the sake of drama. These films, and the realities they illustrate, shed light
on the larger problem, “which is that women are subject to laws created in
a male dominated world” (Miller, annotation for 3.1.106–10). By drawing a
connection between Measure for Measure and a Battlestar Galactica episode depicting a ban against abortion, Miller further reflected on how little power
women had and continue to have over their own bodies. Conversely, whenever women do assert their power (in Shakespeare and beyond), they are
often, like Isabella, “labelled as misandrists and carry over unpleasant [i.e.,
derogatory] titles” (Miller, annotation for 3.1.153–57).
These three examples showcase the range of critical issues students chose to
address in their Pop Culture Edition project. While none of the abovementioned students focused solely on a single topic, their annotations revealed
how much passion they developed toward their “adopted” plays. Indeed, the
most successful annotations were ones where students looked for references
in films and shows they already knew and loved, and where their research
was undertaken consistently throughout the semester. The students who
fully embraced the project saw their research change over time—some annotations were abandoned along the way while new ideas were identified
in conversations during group meetings. Although some students struggled
at first to find sources, our broader definition of popular culture was flexible enough to inspire even those students who did not watch television or
who were not familiar with many American or otherwise Western-produced
films. My own assessment also changed as I learned more about students’
individual projects and goals. The prompt for the project implied a culturalstudies focus, but many annotations excelled in traditional close-reading.
A number of successful annotations eschewed comparisons to contemporary issues altogether, reflecting instead on how modern shows and films
could help other Shakespeare learners better analyze character motivation,
themes, or recurring motifs.
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Digital pedagogy: challenges and reflections
Through the process of conceptualizing, collecting, curating, and writing
their pop culture references, students created their own discourse community and definitions of cultural criticism. Further, they resisted forms of
passive learning in favor of questioning and remixing canonic texts, holding
both academic critics and their own contemporary culture accountable for
reproducing problematic representations of class, gender, race, and ethnicity. Yet the course was not without its challenges. In both sections (fall 2015
and fall 2016), we did not work with Scalar until later in the term, by which
time students were expected to have a complete list of references including
links, images, and any relevant notes. This choice affected some students
negatively, as it did not provide them with much motivation to work on
drafting sections of the project earlier in the semester. Even by the time we
began peer- and instructor review, I found that a number of students had not
managed to post their references to their assigned act. Because Scalar stores
pages on the back end, student editors had to deliberately select lines in their
acts where they wanted to attach their annotations, which would otherwise
remain invisible to anyone visiting the site. For those students working at
the last minute, much of the page creation was completed during computer
lab hours, and many of those students did not finish their work in time to
receive feedback.
As I mention above, image and video selection provided another unexpected challenge. Even when students chose to use open-access platforms like
YouTube, many of their videos eventually disappeared from the site due to
copyright infringement issues. As this project thrives on the use of visuals,
the loss of video segments had an immediate impact on the longevity of
the project. Instructors considering a similar project should think carefully
about their goals for the project. If their goal is to create a stable, reliable
resource for future Shakespeare students, some class time should be devoted
to discussing fair use in detail, pointing students to Creative Commons image
repositories such as Flickr, and discouraging the use of proprietary material.
Such restrictions are, of course, particularly difficult when it comes to a project focused exclusively on analyzing popular culture. Instructors may decide
that the immediate project outcomes (including individual benefits with
regards to student learning and knowledge creation) supersede any outside
audience beyond the classroom. In my course, my goals were to centralize
students’ knowledge creation first, and to build a fully-functional resource
second. As I continue to think through the purposes and goals of this course,
I find that the process of building the edition, and understanding as well as
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questioning the roles of publishers in how and why we read the canon, are
the most valuable takeaways of the course.
Additionally, because students were only collecting (but not writing about)
their sources throughout the term, overall final annotations displayed varying levels of critical analysis. To address this, the second iteration of the
course included more writing and revision opportunities. Even so, a response
assignment requesting annotation drafts may help with early- or mid-term
assessment. Another major hurdle, particularly for small liberal arts colleges
such as York College, is the issue of access to technology, both individually
for students who do not own computers or laptops, and at the institutional
level, where computer labs are in high demand and thus difficult to schedule.
Students without access to the technology may feel at a disadvantage, and
may thus require additional support in the form of office hours and in-class
time to work on their projects.
Writing for a public audience can encourage students to think more carefully
about self-presentation, tone, and style, but such an audience may indeed
never come to fruition without intensive marketing and publicity. Instructors
engaged in digital pedagogy must consider how to manage expectations for
small-scale digital projects and design their learning objectives accordingly.
In light of the learning objectives for our course, the potential disappearance
of YouTube videos did not affect students’ performance or indeed my assessment of their work. Although the addition of images and videos made the
edition more attractive and took advantage of Scalar’s versatile affordances,
our primary goal was always to produce the kinds of in-depth written analyses English majors are expected to master. This perspective reinforces the
fact that digital tools need not necessarily reconfigure pedagogical practices,
but instead offer new avenues for student-centered learning, particularly in
the ways students take ownership of the production of knowledge.
Carefully scaffolded digital pedagogy projects can encourage students to
interrogate who controls and who has access to the academic production
of knowledge. Platforms like Scalar invite the disruption of temporal and
physical learning spaces by providing several different layers of content creation and user experience. By focusing on popular culture as their driving
inspiration, students were encouraged to collapse time and periodization,
looking instead at the (often ahistorical) ways in which hegemonic powers
impact social norms and individual behavior. Although this approach may be
particularly suited for courses that center on more canonical authors, many
of the practices discussed here are likely useful for other literature surveys,
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and particularly for courses that cater to non-English majors. By centering
on process and creativity (foregoing in particular a formal, end-of-term
essay), this assignment provides a platform for students to showcase their
critical thinking and close-reading skills. Students who may be intimidated
by formal academic essays but nonetheless are thoughtful critics will especially benefit from such work; I believe a number of my students might have
slipped between the cracks otherwise, and I would have lost an opportunity
to talk to them about how to effectively apply their ideas to essay writing and
help them overcome any potential barriers in terms of their self-confidence
as authors. While digital tools can arguably complicate the learning process
by requiring the teaching of technical skills in addition to the teaching of
literature, overcoming the challenges involved in building an online edition
provides a form of tacit knowledge that is otherwise difficult to acquire.
Provided that instructors are open to identifying, addressing, and discussing
problems as they surface, such challenges can be productive for developing
and supporting authentic learning environments. After all, identifying errors and learning from failure is often the only way digital and analog projects—especially in undergraduate classrooms—move forward.

Appendix: “Pop Culture Edition”: prompt from Shakespeare in the Digital Age course
As we always discuss in class, editors and publishers play a big role in how
and where we read texts. The plays we experience today have come to us
from mediator upon mediator: not just Shakespeare himself, but his actors, first editors, eighteenth-century editors, and contemporary critics and
scholars, all whom have had a hand on explaining to us what these works
mean. As such, it’s important that we question and deconstruct some of these
editorial practices, trying to see the plays within and beyond pre-imposed
interpretations in order to find our own way.
But editions are important: Shakespeare exists within a rich culture that
extends before, during, and much after his own time. Without contexts, we
miss out on the things that have made and continue to make Shakespeare
relevant to readers, writers, and artists alike. As such, our goal in this class is
not simply to understand what makes a strong critical edition, but to actually
produce our own. I have started a book on the platform Scalar with full-texts
of the plays we will study. Early in the semester, everyone will be assigned
a play and a single act. As a group, as well as independently, you will work
throughout the semester to produce an annotated edition that focuses solely
on Shakespeare and popular culture.
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Much of your work throughout the semester will be part of that edition. In
addition, you will also have an important, semester-long task: to keep track
of references to and about your assigned play (and potentially specific elements regarding your assigned act) which will later in the term be used as
annotations (like footnotes, but more interactive, because they’ll be online
and can include media files, images, and links) to our critical edition. I encourage you to go outside the box: look not only for films and television, but
other ways in which artists have created new things after being inspired by
the bard: comics, games, Twitter characters, blogs, Tumblrs, Memes, even
dolls and household objects. Anything goes! Ok, there are a few rules:
1. By the time you meet with your group to compose Response 3, you
should have at least four (4) references to share. Those do not need to all
appear in the final edition, but they will be a start as you collaborate
with your group to find a guiding rationale.
2. By Week 13, you should come to class ready with a list of selections you
wish to include in the Critical Edition. You will learn how to post them
on Scalar, so you’ll need to keep track of links and make sure everything is appropriate for public consumption (no copyright violations).
3. Your goal for the end of the semester is to have at least ten (10) references annotated in your act. At least five (5) of those should be directly in reference to the play you’re working with, not just references to Shakespeare.
4. At the last class meeting of each month (Weeks 5, 9 and 13) you should
be prepared to print or email me a list of the links, images, videos, etc
you have collected. This will ensure that you’re continuously looking
for ideas and new things to add and that you have plenty of items to
choose from once your group decides on a rationale. Your list will of
course grow as we move through the semester, but I expect at least two
to three new items at every check-in date.
Here are some things you can start doing now to help you find and maintain
this list:
•
•
•

Sign up for a Google Notification for new publications about Shakespeare (requires Google account)
Follow Shakespeareans on Twitter (some to get you started: @MichaelWitmore; @wtfRenaissance, @folgerlibrary, @paulbudra, @internetshakes, @goodticklebrain)
Consider using a tool like Evernote, Pocket, or Zotero to keep track of
your findings
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